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Abstract 
Engaging with debates on the potential of sports to be inclusive, this research presents an 
analysis of the impact of capital on inclusivity in PHQ¶V roller derby, an alternative sport. 
7KURXJKTXDOLWDWLYHLQWHUYLHZVDQGSDUWLFLSDQWREVHUYDWLRQRIDPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\WHDP
based in South Yorkshire, skills capital is shown to have a detrimental impact on the goal 
of inclusivity. Skills capital is a form of symbolic capital that grants the bearer significant 
freedom to engage in non-conforming behaviour within a group setting. Given the 
commitment to inclusivity within the sport, this non-conforming behaviour has the 
potential to be transformative, but more frequently replicates the hegemonic masculine 
practices of mainstream sport. This renders the goal to be more inclusive problematic and 
difficult to achieve in practice even within alternative sporting spaces. 
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,WFDQEHGLIILFXOWWRSLQGRZQµLQFOXVLYLW\¶to one definition. $QGHUVRQ¶VWKHRU\RI
inclusive masculinity explores how an environment of decreased homohysteria enables gay 
men to find inclusive spaces within sport, an idea explored further by others (Piedra et al, 
2017). Still further, researchers explore the potential of sex-integrated sports to enable 
women to be included (Channon et al, 2015). Although such research identifies ways in 
which sport does include, studies on community and identity in sport have argued that, 
although many sporting spaces, especially alternative ones, make claims for inclusiveness, 
such spaces often reproduce exclusion through adherence to the dominant gender order and 
norms of hegemonic masculinity (Burdsey, 2008; Rannikko et al, 2016).  
Rannikko et al (2016) identify significant differences in the roller derby community 
due to its explicit aim to provide a space for women and non-stereotypically athletic bodies. 
RROOHUGHUE\DVDZRPHQ¶VJDPH has been explored extensively in recent years, with 
researchers concluding the sport is inclusive and welcoming (Carlson, 2010; Farrance, 
2014; Alexander, 2016). Although community accounts continue to position roller derby as 
inclusive (Flood, 2013; Copland, 2014; McManus, 2015; Morgan, 2016), its drive for 
serious recognition reveals areas of tension, such as that between professionalism and 
SDVVLRQZLWKD³WHQGHQF\WRZDUGVKRPRJHQLVDWLRQLQUROOHUGHUE\´3DYOLGLVDQG)XOODJDU
2014: DVWKRVHPRUHµDOWHUQDWLYH¶VNDWHUVDUHUHSODFHGE\WKRVHZKR³UHDOO\OLNHVSRUW´
(Breeze, 2015: 2). 
Originally a women-only sport from the USA, roller derby, a full-contact team sport 
played on roller skates, has spread throughout the world and is played by all genders. 
'HVSLWHJDLQLQJLQSRSXODULW\PHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\has grown slowly and is still regarded as 
VRPHWKLQJRID³QLFKHVSRUWZLWKLQDQLFKHVSRUW´*RRGPDQBonnie Thunders, one 
RIWKHVSRUW¶VPRVWZHOO-known athletes, suggested in an interview that men who play roller 
derby ³DUHQ¶W\RXUW\SLFDODWKOHWHV«,W¶VNLQGRIVHFRQGDU\WRWKHPRUe popular sports, 
ZKLFKDOORZVLWWRDWWUDFWWKHSHRSOHZKRGLGQ¶WILWLQLQWKHSULPDU\VSRUWV´0RUJDQ
2016). It is important to explore the inclusive possibilities of PHQ¶Vroller derby and 
consider how the tension between inclusivity and competition, increasingly central to roller 
derby more generally, plays out ZLWKLQDPHQ¶VWHDP. $VRQHRIWKHILUVWPHQ¶VWHDPVLQWKH
UK, and the first to explicitly welcome trans and non-binary skaters, SYRD, the team under 
discussion in this article, is ripe for such an analysis. 
7KHILQGLQJVRIP\UHVHDUFKGHPRQVWUDWHWKDWPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\FDQEHDQLQFOXVLYH
space, but also that significant challenges must be addressed. One such challenge was that 
though high levels of skills capital led to secure group membership and enabled non-
conforming behaviour, with potential to be transformative, more frequently those who had 
accumulated such capital replicated the hegemonic masculine practices of mainstream 
sport. 7KHVLPLODULW\ZLWKZRPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\LVFOHDUserious and athletic men who 
really like sport DUHPRUHKLJKO\UHJDUGHGDQGWKRVHPHQZKRDUHQ¶WW\SLFDODWKOHWHVORVH
out. $OWKRXJKUHVHDUFKXVLQJ3XWQDP¶VFRQFHSWLRQRIERQGLQJDQGEULGJLQJFDSLWDO
as a specifically social capital, is commonly used within analyses of team and community 
sports (Darcy et al, 2014; Lindstrom et al, 2011), in this article I use capital in the 
Bourdieusian sense and focus specifically on individuals endowed with embodied cultural 
capital within the roller derby community, and the impact their actions had upon the ability 
of the team as a whole to maintain an inclusive stance.  
Social and Cultural Capital in Sport 
Bourdieu (1984) conceives of sport as a field where one accumulates cultural capital, which 
requires personal investment of time. Embodied cultural capital is an integral part of the 
person, cannot be transmitted in the same way as objectified capital, or cultural goods, and 
is unrecognised as capital (Bourdieu, 1986), with the result that it functions symbolically. 
6\PEROLFFDSLWDOLV³WKHSRZHUJUDQWHGWRWKRVHZKRKDYHREWDLQHGVXIILFLHQWUHFRJQLWLRQWR
EHLQDSRVLWLRQWRLPSRVHUHFRJQLWLRQ´%RXUGLHX: 138), or as Jenkins (2014) argues, 
answers the question of whose definition of a situation counts. Though Bourdieu 
acknowledges constant power struggle, the advantage remains with those who possess 
JUHDWHUFDSLWDO%RXUGLHXHPSOR\V*RIIPDQ¶V67QRWLRQRIDVHQVHRIRQH¶VSODFH
DQDORJRXVWR%RXUGLHX¶VRZQµIeel for the game¶ (1984) to argue that this understanding is 
DSUDFWLFDOPDVWHU\RIRQH¶VVRFLDOVLWXDWLRQZKLFKLPSOLHVthat individuals accept their 
position in a field of action (1985; 1990). 
$FFRUGLQJWR)OHWFKHU³VSRUWVOLNHDQ\VRFLDOIRUPFRQVWLWXWHDSDUWLFXODUILHOd that 
defines the activities and qualities conferring symbolic capital. In engaging with a 
particular sports field, individuals become subject to and assimilate the particular habitus 
FKDUDFWHULVWLFRIWKHILHOG´2008: 317). The habitus of roller derby is quite distinct. Modern 
roller derby was conceived in 2001 as a women-only sport (Breeze, 2010; Sailors, 2013), 
and adherence to DIY and alternative ethics were an integral part of its development 
(Beaver, 2012; Pavlidis, 2012). Initially a space for women to have the freedom to be 
athletic and aggressive, whilst also part of a cooperative community, the sport of roller 
derby expanded to include men (Fletcher, 2014; Pavlidis and Connor, 2015). This 
involvement has not always been welcomed and men have frequently been reminded that 
they are a small minority within the sport; WKDWUROOHUGHUE\LVQRWµIRU¶WKHP '¶$QGUHD
2011; Proven, 2014). 
Despite a growing body of literature on roller derby, little explores capital 
explicitly. Parry (2016) explores the erotic capital of women derby skaters, and in Fletcher 
(2017) I H[SORUHWKHLPSDFWRIFDSLWDOXSRQVNDWHUV¶IUHHGRPWRH[SUHVVWKHPVHOYHVWKURXJK
clothing. Like Parry, researchers have expanded the concept of capital to enable them to 
explore more specific fields. The theory of subcultural capital, first outlined by Thornton 
(1995), has been used as a lens through which to explore sporting cultures, including 
lifestyle sports such as the various forms of surfing (Wheaton and Beal, 2003; Dant and 
Wheaton, 2007) and skateboarding (Atencio et al, 2009; Glenney and Mull, 2018; Willing 
et al, 2018). Analyses of subcultural capital are seen more rarely in studies of team sports 
)DLUOH\DQG2¶%ULHQMore recently, such concepts DVWHPSRUDOFDSLWDO2¶&RQQor, 
DDQGQHWZRUNFDSLWDO2¶&RQQRUE have been suggested to offer even more 
specificity from within a subculture. 
In line with this expansion, then, within the habitus of roller derby, I argue that 
skills capital functions as cultural or symbolic capital. Skills capital, as the name implies, is 
based upon competence, or upon skill. Skill has taken time to accumulate and is not readily 
transmitted. It is important to note that often, but not always, this accumulation has 
occurred through time devoted to other related sports and activities before playing roller 
derby. Thus, skills capital in roller derby is more readily gained, not by those for whom 
roller derby was created ± DVSRUWIRUWKRVHZKRGRQ¶WOLNHVSRUW%UHH]HEXWIRU
those who really did like sport. It is distinct from social capital in that it does not depend 
upon a network of connections, though increased skills capital does tend to lead to an 
increase in social capital for the individual. This form of capital also differs from physical 
capital and bodily capital because it is not only about appearance and physical ability 
(Hutson, 2013), but a whole raft of physical and mental competencies enabling successful 
performances of roller derby. It also differs from erotic capital, which is more readily 
available to women (Konjer et al, 2019; Parry, 2016) and represents power gained over the 
audience because individuals who have accumulated skills capital have more power to 
impact the ethos of the team, which in turn affects inclusivity when these powerful 
individuals encourage the adoption of practices which replicate mainstream sports.  
Inclusivity and Forms of Capital 
Inclusivity in sport, even alternative sports, is a problematic concept at best, despite 
UHVHDUFKLQWRµLQFOXVLYH¶IRUPVRIPDVFXOLQLW\$QGHUVRQ&KDQQRQHWDO
Piedra et al, 2017). Behind a stated desire for inclusivity within the Amsterdam World Cup, 
an amateur football competition and multicultural festival, Burdsey finGV³RYHUWGLVSOD\VRI
masculinity, narcissism and heteronormativity (2008: ZKLFKPDUJLQDOLVHV³PHQZKR
GRQRWHPERG\WKHGRPLQDQWPDVFXOLQHVFULSW´: 274). Though lifestyle sports make 
FODLPVRIµRSHQQHVV¶WKHVHFRPPXQLWLHV³TXLFNO\EHJLQWRUHJulate the habitus of their 
PHPEHUV«UHYHDOLQJIRUH[DPSOHZKRDFWXDOO\LVRUFDQEHDQDXWKHQWLFPHPEHURIWKH
FRPPXQLW\´5DQQLNNRHWDO, 2016: 1096). Members possessing subcultural symbolic 
capital tend towards characteristics of hegemonic masculinity, muscular strength and agility 
(Rannikko et al, 2016). Interestingly, despite the typical image of a member of a lifestyle 
VSRUWVFRPPXQLW\DVµPDVFXOLQH¶5DQQLNNRHWDOILQGDVKDUHGLGHRORJ\RIHTXDOLW\WREH
considered as an essential characteristic for participation (2016: 1106), suggesting that the 
ethos, if not the practice itself, remains inclusive.  
Research into the dark side of social capital (Jarvie, 2007; Palmer and Thompson, 
2007; Long, 2008; Groenveld and Ohl, 2010) indicates that, additionally, social capital can 
help to maintain and reproduce normative frameworks in which an idealised notion of sport 
as exclusively beneficial is revealed as contradictory (Numerato and Baglioni, 2011). Such 
IUDPHZRUNVDUHVXJJHVWLYHRI0HVVQHU¶V(2002) televised sports manhood formula, which 
rewards practices of hegemonic masculinity. This masculine habitus is often privileged 
even in mixed gender environments (Atencio et al, 2009).  
Wellard (2002) explores this same notion with reference to a variation on 
hegePRQLFPDVFXOLQLW\KHWHUPVµH[FOXVLYH¶+HDUJXHVWKDWDWWHPSWVWRµGR¶VSRUWLQ
alternative ways can end up reinforcing established sports practices, that social capital is 
VWLOOEDVHGRQVXFFHVVIXOSHUIRUPDQFHVRIµH[FOXVLYHPDVFXOLQLW\¶LHFRPSHWLWLYeness, 
aggression, power and assertiveness (Wellard, 2002; 2006). Displays of exclusive 
PDVFXOLQLWLHVH[FOXGHPDQ\SHRSOHEHFDXVH³H[SHULHQFLQJWKHWKULOORISK\VLFDODFWLYLW\LV
LQYDULDEO\LQFXPEHQWXSRQRQH¶VDELOLW\WRFRQIRUPWRVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQVRI what is 
XQGHUVWRRGWREHDSSURSULDWHVSRUWLQJSHUIRUPDQFH´:HOODUG: 106). An inability to 
perform the right sort of masculinity OLPLWVDSHUVRQ¶VHQMR\PHQW so that, even if not 
excluded, they are unable to experience the same pleasures as one who embodies 
hegemonic masculinity more successfully.  
:HOODUGODWHUUHILJXUHGWKLVFRQFHSWWRGLVFXVVLQVWHDG³H[SHFWHGVSRUWLQJ
PDVFXOLQLW\´: 3), suggesting that rather than excluding, these bodily displays 
compelled a specific performance of accepted IRUPVRIPDVFXOLQLW\&ULWLTXLQJ$QGHUVRQ¶V
(2009) concept of inclusive masculinity, Wellard (2016) maintains that although there is 
VOLSSDJHLQWKHPHDQLQJVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKµUHDO¶DQGµDXWKHQWLF¶PDVFXOLQLW\KLVUHVHDUFK
demonstrates continued beliefs and ideas that there is an authentic version of masculinity, 
ZKLFKLQWXUQUHLQIRUFHVJHQGHUELQDULHV%RWKµH[FOXVLYH¶DQGµH[SHFWHG¶FRQFHSWVRI
PDVFXOLQLWLHVVXJJHVWWKDW:HOODUG¶VFDOOIRUDGHWHUPLQDWLRQRI³ZKHWKHUWKHUHDUHIRUPVRI
competition which DUHPRUHLQFOXVLYH´: 245) remains unanswered. 
Even within sport that prides itself on being inclusive, these exclusionary practices 
may be found. Jenkins (2014) explores non-conforming behaviour, similar to that which 
Goffman (1959) characterises as LQDSSURSULDWHRUHPEDUUDVVLQJ2EVHUYLQJWKDW³QRQ-
conforming behaviour, deviance if you like, may come most easily to those whose group 
membership is secure in the mainstream. Insecure membership may thus encourage 
FRQIRUPLQJEHKDYLRXU´-HQNLQV: 152). This argument implies that deviance occurs 
from the centre, not the margins. Embodied cultural capital, in the form of skills capital, 
enables the bearer to be secure in their group membership. They are too valuable to lose. 
Such an individual may becoPHZKDW*RIIPDQWHUPVDµGDUN¶VHFUHWRUDIDFW³DERXWD
team which it knows and conceals and which [is] incompatible with the image of self that 
WKHWHDPDWWHPSWVWRPDLQWDLQEHIRUHLWVDXGLHQFH´*RIIPDQ: 141). Thus, the team 
carries the ethos of inclusivity, without necessarily its attendant practices.  
Methodology 
The data discussed in this article come from an HWKQRJUDSK\RIWKHPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\WHDP
South Yorkshire Roller Derby (SYRD), focused on identity, community, and belonging. 
SYRD IRUPHGLQDVDPHQ¶VWHDPUHGHILQLQJLWVPHPEHUVKLSSROLF\LQWR
explicitly welcome trans and non-ELQDU\VNDWHUVODWHURSHUDWLQJXQGHUDQµRSHQ gender¶
policy. Despite this increasing commitment to inclusivity, SYRD frequently struggled with 
low membership and engagement. A year before I commenced fieldwork, the team saw a 
mass exodus that halved membership numbers, and a year after fieldwork was completed, 
IXUWKHUORVVRIPHPEHUVOHGWRDKLDWXVIURPERWKWKH0HQ¶V5ROOHU'HUE\$VVRFLDWLRQ
(MRDA) and the British Championships competition. 
Although already established within the team, before fieldwork began, I met with 
the committee to explain the research and gain formal access to the field. I explained the 
research to members, seeking explicit consent from each to include their perspectives in my 
observations. I used an ethnographic approach consisting of participant observation 
supplemented by interviews. The observation involved attendance at and engagement in 
training sessions, games, and social events, although as a committee member and referee, I 
also engaged in considerable administration and organization throughout the year. At times, 
it was difficult to separate µUHVHDUFK¶IURPµQRWUHVHDUFK¶, so inextricably linked were life 
and roller derby. For both ethical and mental health reasons, I carved out spaces that would 
not be part of the research. These included online communications, my experiences with 
WKHZRPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\WHDPDQGVRFLDORFFDVLRQVWKDWZHUHQRWH[SOLFLWO\µUROOHUGHUE\¶
Thus, I attempted to ensure participants were aware of when I would be a researcher, and 
when I would not be. 
Though it may sound simple, negotiating my multiple roles was anything but. 
During fieldwork, I was a member of the team, an insider (Chavez, 2008; DeLyser, 2001; 
Taylor 2011). However, the data represents a partial perspective from the standpoint 
(Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1986) of a referee, i.e. both insider and outsider. This role 
necessitated greater attention to impartiality, but also offered an interesting and unusual 
YLHZRIDFWLRQ,HPSDWKLVHZLWK$GHOH3DYOLGLV¶IHHOLQJVRI³ORYHDQGORDWKLQJ´3DYOLGLV
and Fullagar, 2014: 90), as I too battled with feelings of not belonging. Rather than not 
having enough of the right kind of love and desire for the sport, I came to understand that 
my problems stemmed in part from a lack of capital within the team. I had never progressed 
beyond B team level as a skater, I had been a line up manager for the B team, and I was a 
self-taught and fairly low-level referee. Perhaps it was being a referee, physically and 
emotionally somewhat outside the action, that led me to feel a little excluded. Despite being 
a researcher and therefore in some ways having the strongest voice, I never felt I had 
power, authority, or influence within the team and remained somewhat on the margins. This 
internal struggle led me to pay greater attention to issues of belonging and inclusivity raised 
by others. The focus on Donald Thump is a result of the ubiquity of commentary on his 
actions throughout interviews with participants, as well as my own observations. The 
individual participants quoted here are representative of the whole team. SYRD and all 
names used are pseudonyms, though I have tried to choose alternatives in keeping with the 
playfulness of roller derby naming practices. 
PSEUDONYM ROLE IN TEAM  
South Yorkshire Roller Derby (SYRD) 0HQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\WHDPLQ6RXWK<RUNVKLUH 
Bishop Bash Current skater and ex-committee member 
Betty Boop Current team management 
Weave Coogan Current skater and ex-chair  
Dr Doom Ex-skater and committee member 
Donald Thump Current skater and coach, and ex-committee member 
Home Sweet Harmicide Ex-skater and committee member 
Hinkley Sea Current skater 
Damnit Jammit Current skater and chair 
/¶$SSHO'X9LGH Ex-team management 
Teazer Light Ex-skater and committee member 
Zoya the Destroya Current team management 
FIG 1. TABLE OF PARTICIPANTS AND ROLE WITHIN TEAM DURING PERIOD OF FIELDWORK 
I kept detailed field notes that were either written at the time, or as soon as possible 
after individual training sessions and games. Additionally, I conducted in-depth interviews 
with seventeen members, ex-members, and volunteers, using purposive sampling to include 
a range of voices. These interviews took the form of life histories, focused on experiences 
RIVSRUWDQGWKHLQWHUYLHZHHV¶WLPHZLWK6<5'7KH\ZHUHGHOLEHUDWHO\FRQYHUVDWLRQDO
and semi-structured: I had an interview schedule or map which outlined specific questions I 
was interested in asking, but interviewees were encouraged to take the conversation in any 
direction. Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. As I transcribed each 
interview, I sent a copy to the interviewee to confirm they were happy with it.  
As an overarching analytical framework, I used situational analysis (Clarke, 2005) 
as the focus on the situation, rather than individuals, enables an acknowledgment of the 
multiple and shifting nature of the situation but is also deliberately flexible. I used NVivo 
to conduct preliminary coding on field notes and interviews, which helped to create maps 
of the situation. I mapped throughout the process of analysis, which ran concurrently to 
ILHOGZRUN&ODUNHVXJJHVWVWKHUHVHDUFKHUFDQµVHH¶FROOHFWLYHDFWLRQGLUHFWOy and 
empirically, and recommends asking what are the patterns of collective commitment and 
what are the salient social worlds operating here? A commitment to belonging and 
inclusivity became clear according to this process, and mapping this action, or practice, 
demonstrated that notions of inclusivity were important to team members, but also that 
significant barriers to becoming a fully inclusive team were apparent. In the following 
analysis, I explore one of these barriers; the extensive impact of skills capital. 
High Skills Capital and Expected Masculinity 
In November 2015, I refereed a scrimmage between SYRD and another team. In field notes 
,ZURWHWKDWWKHJDPHKDGEHHQ³URXJKDQGDJJUHVVLYH± but needlessly so; no strategic 
DGYDQWDJHIURPWKHKLWV´ (Field notes, Sunday 22 November). Players had been hyper-
aggressive, shouting and yelling. The head referee had taken time-outs to tell bench 
managers to calm their skaters down several times. It was an unenjoyable game to referee. 
Several of the skaters had EHHQXQSURIHVVLRQDODQGXQVSRUWLQJ+RZHYHUWKHRWKHUWHDP¶V
EHQFKPDQDJHUFRQJUDWXODWHG6<5'RQWKHLUZLQVD\LQJWKH\KDGEHHQµFOLQLFDO¶0HPEHUV
agreed with that assessment, stating that heads were calm, and they played their game. I 
talked with the line-XSPDQDJHUZKRVDLG³WKHER\VVHHPHGSUHWW\KDSS\ZLWKthe game, 
DQGIHOWLWZDVFDOPDQGFRQWUROOHG´ (Field notes, Sunday 29 November), thus maintaining 
WKHLPSUHVVLRQWKDWDOOPHPEHUVVDZWKLQJVWKHVDPHZD\*RIIPDQµ3OD\LQJWKHLU
JDPH¶DQd being µcalm¶ were phrases that occurred frequently in discussions of games, both 
as a pre-game goal, and an assessment afterwards. These strategies and emotions were vital 
WRFUHDWLQJDJRRGLPSUHVVLRQ,QWKLVFRQWH[WµFDOP¶GLGQRWPHDQIUHHIURPH[FLtement or 
passion, rather it referred to achieving a win using the strategies and gameplay that had 
been developed and drilled in training. For SYRD at this time, calm was used to describe 
rough, aggressive play dominated by shouting; at each other, at opponents, and at referees.  
In interview, Coogan talked about how this behaviour signalled the passion of team 
members; seeing it as a positive.  
My very first Sunday session was a session that there was a big, big 
argument between Teazer and Donald Thump. A big argument, but you 
NQRZWKDWVKRZHGPHWKDWWKHUH¶VSURSHUSDVVLRQLQWKHWHDP«LWGLGQ¶WID]H
me at all. (Coogan Interview, 31 May 2016). 
7KLVUHIOHFWVWKHGLVFRXUVHWKDWDJJUHVVLRQDQGDQJHUHTXDOOHGµSDVVLRQ¶DQGWKHUHIRUHZDV
part of playing their game. Goffman suggests that the familiarity of team members forces 
WKHPWR³GHILQHRQHDQRWKHUDVSHUVRQVµLQWKHNQRZ¶´: 88), for whom a front cannot 
be maintained. This was not the case within SYRD, where, even in committee meetings 
(where one mighWH[SHFWWRVHHVRPHµEDFNVWDJH¶ZRUNWKLVIURQWRIFDOPZDVPDLQWDLQHG
Deviations from this discourse were effectively silenced. Only ex-members and those on 
the margins acknowledged that some behaviours could not be contained within this 
discourse of calm. Harmicide talked about his first training session, the same session 
Coogan described as displaying passion: 
Donald Thump started screaming and hollering at Teazer and then threw his 
helmet against the wall and cracked it or something, and that was my first 
ever Sunday, so that was quite a baptism of fire into SYRD. And then I had 
+LQNOH\DQG/¶$SSHOGX9LGHWU\LQJWRFRQYLQFHPHWRQRWOHDYHEHFDXVHLW
ZDVQ¶WDOZD\VOLNHWKDW>ODXJKLQJ@VRWKDWZDVDELWNLQGRIRKRND\%XW
everyone was like, oh, iW¶VRND\KHGRHVWKDWVRPHWLPHVGRQ¶WZRUU\DERXW
it. (Harmicide Interview, 15 January 2016). 
7KHEHKDYLRXURIRQHLQGLYLGXDO'RQDOG7KXPSKDGEHFRPH6<5'¶VRSHQVHFUHW
Harmicide GLGQRWXQGHUVWDQGZK\QRRQHKDGHYHUVWRRGXSWR7KXPS³,MXVWGRQ¶WJet it. I 
GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWKLVSRZHULVZKDWKLVKROGRYHUSHRSOHLV,MXVWGRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGLW´ 
(Harmicide Interview, 15 January 2016). In several interviews, members and ex²members 
talked about similar issues; issues which had been brushed aside by team management.  
In the same way that high-level skaters had more freedom to express themselves 
through dress, this high-level skater was granted significant freedoms to behave in ways 
which were detrimental to inclusivity and a positive ethos without censure. Thump and 
Coogan engaged in overtly hegemonic behaviour; focused on the importance of the win and 
ZHUHDJJUHVVLYHDQGYLROHQWLQOLQHZLWK:HOODUG¶VUHVHDUFKDURXQGWKHFRQFHSWRIµH[SHFWHG
VSRUWLQJPDVFXOLQLW\¶7KHDFFXPXODWHGVNLOOVFDSLWDORIERWKRIWKHVHskaters 
granted them the power to define the team and control the discourse. 
How Skills Capital Negatively Impacts Inclusivity 
Donald Thump was a coach and skater, one of the most skilled players in the team. This 
µVNLOOVFDSLWDO¶HQDEOHG7KXPSWRKDYHa greater impact on the team than others. There were 
WZRVLGHVWR7KXPS¶VEHKDYLRXU'RRPVDLG³KH¶VJUHDWLI\RXGRZKDWKHWKLQNVLVWKH
ULJKWWKLQJWRGRRULI\RXDUHVHHQWREHVNLOOHGDQGWDOHQWHG´'RRP,QWHUYLHZ January 
2016). Some members were supportive of his training methods and ideas, believing him an 
excellent coach. Thump commanded respect. He was very secure in his membership. 
Jenkins (2014) and Goffman (1959) indicate that such security allows greater freedom for 
non-conforming or deviant behaviour, in contrast to the conformity of less secure members. 
Current members, therefore, were cautious about saying anything negative, referring to his 
SRRUEHKDYLRXUDVµQRQVHQVH¶GLVPLVVLQJLWVSRWHQWLDOLPSDFW 
Training run by Thump was characterLVHGE\IRFXVDQGDWWHQWLRQ6NDWHUVGLGQ¶W
always master drills or make obvious progress, but they listened attentively. He often 
explained not just the drill, but how the skills practiced translated into game play, how they 
could be countered by another team, and how skaters might respond. Most agreed this was 
good coaching and had sufficient respect for Thump and his skills to concentrate through 
longwinded explanations: an example of the contrast between conforming and non-
conforming or deviant behaviour (Jenkins, 2014). Thump, however, was not content to 
listen to others. 
Donald Thump would deliberately talk whilst the coach was talking or turn 
KLVEDFNDQGVWDUWFKXFNOLQJZLWKVRPHERG\«VRLWZDVHLWKHUXQGHUPLQLQJ
them that way or he would ask questions that he knew were deliberately 
difficult. Not in sort of difficult to answer, but just if a drill was designed to 
do one thing, he would ask a question about whether you could do 
something slightly different. (Doom Interview, 8 January 2016). 
When other coaches ran training, Thump would routinely disrupt the session and derail the 
FRDFK¶VH[SODQDWLRQ&RQWUDU\WR&RKHQ¶VFODLPWKDWQRQ-conformity in roller derby 
leads to alienation, Thump seemed immune.  
II7KXPSZDVQ¶WOLVWHQLQJWRDGULOORWKHUskaters stopped listening too. Negative 
behaviour spread in a way that made it difficult for other coaches. 
I noticed Coogan/Thump joking and talking during drill explanations quite a 
ORW«GLVUHVSHFWLQJ+LQNOH\,WZDVDPDUNHGFRQWUDVWWRKRZVNDWHUVEHKDYe 
when Thump (and to some extent Coogan) are running drills. Thump 
IUHTXHQWO\LQWHUUXSWHG+LQNOH\WRµFODULI\¶GULOOV%RRSDQG=R\DZHUH
talking while the drills were happening. Thump was questioning the drill. 
&RRJDQZDVPDNLQJVWXSLGFRPPHQWVDERXWµKHDY\SHWWLQJ¶%XWWKHQ,ZDV
doing it too. Poor behaviour is contagious! (Field notes, Wednesday 23 
March 2016). 
(YHQDV,ZDVPDNLQJQRWHVDERXWWKLVKDSSHQLQJ,IRXQGP\VHOILQIOXHQFHGE\7KXPS¶V
EHKDYLRXU6XFKUHDFWLRQVHQVXUHGWKDW7KXPS¶VVHVVLRQVseemed more organised and 
effective than sessions run by other coaches. 
During my observation of SYRD, I witnessed many examples of unsporting 
FRQGXFWLQLWLDWHGE\7KXPS+HIUHTXHQWO\HPSOR\HGWKHWDFWLFRIµIORSSLQJ¶GHOLEHUDWHO\
attempting to draw a penalty on an opponent, which was never called by referees. In field 
notes, I acknowledged my reluctance to call this penalty on Thump, for fear of 
unpleasantness, supporting Jenkins (2014) discussion of conformity by those on the edge of 
a community. Often, Thump employed aggressive tactics on track, staying just the right 
side of legal play. His aggressive style influenced other skaters to do similarly. During one 
game:  
'RQDOG7KXPSZDVEORFNLQJLQDK\SHUDJJUHVVLYHPDQQHU+H¶GJRLQIRU
hits that were unQHFHVVDU\«WRWDUJHWVSHFLILFEORFNHUVLQUHYHQJHKLWV+LV
DLPVHHPHGWREHWRJHWDOOWKHRWKHUVNDWHUVULOHGXS«E\WKHHQGKHZDV
VKRXWLQJDWWKHUHIVWKHRWKHUWHDPKLVRZQWHDPPDWHV«HVSHFLDOO\KLVRZQ
WHDPPDWHV,IWKH\GLGVRPHWKLQJKHGLGQ¶WDJUHH with, he was yelling at 
them ± not in a friendly way either (Field notes, Sunday 22 November 
2015). 
This hyper-aggressive style of play had two main impacts on the team. In games against 
RXWVLGHRSSRQHQWV7KXPS¶VDJJUHVVLRQDQGXQVSRUWLQJEHKDYLRXUVSUHDd to other skaters, 
who began to behave in similar ways, leading to games that were fraught with tension, and 
less enjoyable. In scrimmages within the team at training sessions, individual skaters were 
targeted, a style of training Thump employed, being tough on skaters to encourage them to 
improve, which often resulted in demotivation instead. 
Regaining Inclusion  
Partway through fieldwork, Donald Thump left. Training became collegial and relaxed. 
Though this was on his own terms, and skaters continued to speak of him respectfully, 
Thump had begun to alienate previously supportive members.  
Jammit opened up about how Thump got frustrated with things after 
Brussels and was unwilling or unable to relinquish control despite officially 
doing just that. Jammit also said that Thump had issues with him asking 
Hammer to take on the role of officiating officer. Thump had disagreed with 
the decision, and made his feelings clear by being quite unpleasant about it. 
He had then taken his frustration out on Zoya, who was really upset about it. 
(Field notes, Saturday 27 August 2016). 
On his return, Thump immediately reassumed authority and the rest of the team welcomed 
him back, focusing on his skill as a skater and coach, despite the issues Jammit touched 
upon. Thus, in dramaturgical terms (Goffman, 1959), while Jammit held the lead role in the 
team performance as chair of SYRD, Thump was directing the show. His definition of the 
VLWXDWLRQZDVWKHRQHWKDWFRXQWHG%HDYHUDUJXHGWKDWZRPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\GRHV
not reproduce hierarchical structures, but at least informally, there was a clear hierarchy 
within SYRD, with Thump most often at the top.  
7KLVQHZHTXLOLEULXPGLGQ¶WODVW%\2FWREHU7KXPSZLWKGUHZDJDLQ$WWHQGLQJ
training, but not engaging:  
Bishop points ouWWKDWDWWKHPRPHQWKH¶VMXVWZDWFKLQJ$IWHU%ishop 
leaves him, suggesting he joins in, Donald Thump continues making snide 
comments, loud enough for Bishop to hear. Bishop WXUQVEXWGRHVQ¶WUHVSRQG
or engage with Thump further. Nobody else does either, for the rest of the 
session. (Field notes, Sunday 2 October 2016). 
Thump seemed to be approaching the point where considerable skills capital was not 
enough to offset his unpredictable and disruptive behaviour. The destructive nature of this 
way of being was highlighted by comments from several interviews. Skaters suggested that 
the good reputation SYRD enjoyed in the early days as a fun team to play had given way to 
a reputation as unsporting and antagonistic due to the influence of Thump and other skaters 
with similar attitudes. I asked several interviewees if they really thought Thump had this 
much influence, and they said he did. Talking to the skaters, it was clear that it was not only 
Thump they found problematic, but the environment created and supported by his actions; 
the environment where disrespecting referees and teammates was commonplace and 
targeting individuals to encourage improvement was seen as a valid coaching tactic. This 
environment seemed to capture the worst aspects of hegemonic masculinity, whereby 
cruelty and ridicule were seen as acceptable in the drive for athletic success. There was a 
sense that this behaviour should have been challenged sooner, and more decisively; and that 
in a less democratic, less inclusive team, Thump would have been asked to leave long 
before he was. 
Conclusion 
The literature suggests that cultural capital is attained through successful masculine 
performances, therefore, one way of analysing the experiences detailed in this article is 
through the lens of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2005), with which SYRD appeared to 
have a curious relationship. On the one hand, members of SYRD replicated some of the 
SUREOHPVRIPHQ¶VVSRUWZKLOVWRQWKHother, members were trying to create a different way 
of playing sport, which was more cooperative and open, and reflected a more inclusive 
masculinity (Anderson, 2009). Thus, the community of SYRD was a site of struggle (Carter 
and Baliko, 2017). The difficulties inherent in dealing with hegemonic masculinity as 
HPERGLHGE\'RQDOG7KXPSPLUURUHGWKHGLIILFXOW\WKHZLGHUFRPPXQLW\RIPHQ¶VUROOHU
GHUE\KDGLQGHDOLQJZLWKµWR[LF¶PDVFXOLQLW\7KLVVWUXJJOHFRXOGEHWKRXJKWRILQWHUPVRI
what Connell termed µFULVLVWHQGHQFLHV¶  
Within SYRD, skills capital was gained through successful performances of 
KHJHPRQLFPDVFXOLQLW\:KHWKHUFKDUDFWHULVHGDVµH[FOXVLYH¶:HOODUGRUµH[SHFWHG¶
(Wellard, 2016), this capital was seemingly denied to those who failed to measure up. 
Therefore, although the risk of deviating from masculine norms might have been worth it in 
creating a more equitable training environment (Risman et al, 2012), it seems that overt 
displays of masculinity could still marginalise those ZKRGLGQRWSHUIRUPLWµFRUUHFWO\¶
%XUGVH\7KLVH[HPSOLILHV0HVVQHU¶VGLVFXVVLRQRIWKH/RPEDUGLDQHWKLFWKDW
winning is everything (1992), and his notion of the televised sports manhood formula 
(2002), in that practices of hegemonic masculinity were rewarded. Whereas it is argued that 
ZRPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\IXQFWLRQVGLIIHUHQWO\5DQQLNRHWDOPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\RIWHQ
GLGQRW$OWKRXJK7KXPS¶VDFWLRQVZHUHXQXVXDOVHYHUDOPHPEHUVZHUHFRPSOLFLWHLWKHU
following his lead or failing to censure his behaviour. 
Instead of commitment, perceived skill in the form of skills capital led to inclusion 
ZLWKLQWKHOHDJXH7KXPS¶VQRQ-conforming behaviour was enabled through his secure 
group membership (Jenkins, 2014) and his high level of skills capital. Although the league 
strove to be inclusive, and, on some levels, succeeded, this determination to include 
everyone and therefore make allowances for people, resulted in a situation that was not 
experienced as inclusive by everyone. Because of a high level of skills capital, excuses 
ZHUHPDGHIRUVRPHPHPEHUV¶EHKDYLRXUZKLFKZRXOGQRWEHWROHUDWHGLQRWKHUV7KLV
suggests that, even as inclusive as SYRD members believed the league to be, 
competitiveness did lead to exclusion (Breeze, 2013). Donald Thump, as an experienced 
skater, received respect for his skating. He played in ways that physically hurt other 
members, but because he was controlled and deliberate in his movements, therefore 
remaining legal according to the rules of roller derby, he escaped censure.  
:KHWKHURUQRWVNLOOVFDSLWDOLVUHOHYDQWZLWKLQZRPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\UHPDLQV
unexplored. It is difficult to draw direct comparisons, but the tension between inclusivity 
and professionalisation is equally present in both forms of the sport. Skaters who found 
WKH\GLGQRWEHORQJLQZRPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\ZHUHRIWHQWKRVHZKRZHUHFULWLFDORIWKHGULYH
to be serious and professional (Breeze, 2015; Pavlidis and Fullagar, 2014). Although 
Pavlidis and )XOODJDU¶VGLVFXVVLRQRIWKHGDUNVLGHRIUROOHUGHUE\DQGWKHH[SHULHQFHVRI
WKHLUSDUWLFLSDQWVµDebbie¶ and µLola¶ suggest that women skaters with a high level of skill 
do not necessarily experience secure membership and freedom to engage in non-
conforming behaviour, tKHDUJXPHQWWKDWZRPHQUROOHUGHUE\SOD\HUV³YLHIRUSRZHU
between themselves ± for the power of authorship, the power to state what and who roller 
GHUE\LVWKHSRZHUWRLQFOXGHH[FOXGH´2014: 86), however, is suggestive of the 
marginalisation of certain types of femininities, just as certain types of masculinities came 
to be PDUJLQDOLVHGLQPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\ 
I left the field with a sense of hope that inclusivity is not an impossible challenge. 
SYRD had made the decision that skills capital was not sufficient to offset problems caused 
by non-FRQIRUPLQJEHKDYLRXUVXFKDV7KXPS¶V$UHIRFXVLQJRIWKHWHDP¶VHWKRVWRFHQWUH
inclusivity over winning, and a commitment to deal with problems rather than allow them 
WREHFRPHµGDUNVHFUHWV¶*RIIPan, 1959), brought the team together once more. It is 
LQWHUHVWLQJWRQRWHWKDWXQOLNHLQZRPHQ¶VUROOHUGHUE\ZKHUH Pavlidis and Fullagar found 
WKDW³PDQ\OHDJXHVDGRSWHGDPRUHPDVFXOLQLVWDSSURDFKWRVSRUWPDQDJHPHQW´2014: 96), 
SYRD chose to deliberately go down the path of cooperation and the celebration of 
difference, and it was in their rejection of traditional norms of sport that they found greater 
inclusivity. Whether this rejection is necessary for inclusivity throughout roller derby 
requires further exploration. 
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